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Linda Woodbridge. Vagrancy, Homelessness, and English Renaissance Literature. Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2001.
The clearly stated purpose of Linda Woodbridge’s very useful but
flawed book is to explore the “bizarre lack of fit” between the “historical
record” of poverty in the English Renaissance and “contemporary representations of vagrancy”(2). Simply put, literary representations of
vagrancy did not accurately depict the actual miserable conditions of the
vagrant poor in early modern England. Instead, literary works tended
either to demonize the vagrant poor as welfare cheats or to idealize them
as carefree vagabonds with the common end result of inhibiting the distribution of pity and charity. Woodbridge goes as far as to claim that “rogue
literature” like Thomas Harman’s Caveat for Common Cursetors (1566)
and its misrepresentations about cheating beggars “influenced”(4) the
remarkably influential Poor Law statutes of the late sixteenth-century. For
Woodbridge, these poor laws—at least the “parish boundaries” they established—are “imprisoning devices” that allowed the state to manage the
poor. Much early modern literature, then, offered “additional shackles” to
these “imprisoning devices.” In that these statutes provided the template
for modern social welfare—a state-sponsored, tax funded bureaucracy able
to determine the “deserving” from the “undeserving” poor at a local level
should be primarily responsible for distributing “charity” and “poor
relief”—the implicit claim is that these literary “shackles” are still at play in
our view of poverty and poor relief. A modern social worker’s access to a
client’s home “continue[s] the institutionalized surveillance that churchwardens and overseers of the poor had practiced in Harman’s day” (72).
Woodbridge’s book, in short, offers a specifically literary contribution to a
counter-ideological drumbeat that began pounding sometime ago in
response to the work of mid-century historians like W.K. Jordan who valorized early modern Protestant poor relief, ignoring the complicated elements of social control implicit in any “charitable” act.
Somewhat surprisingly, Woodbridge often writes as if exposing the
ideological investments of Harman and other “officials” in treating the
poor is a dramatically new plea for justice: “I here unmask imposture”(6).
Many readers, I suspect, will find this rhetorical stance inspiring; I do not.
“Charity” and “compassion,” including the scholar’s own, need to be historicized and theorized, not simply indulged. Because of this rhetorical
posture, Woodbridge tends to distort the revisionist nature of many of her
frequently used secondary historical sources, suggesting that historians
like Paul Slack and Ian Archer are similarly interested in newly exposing
Tudor ideology rather than charting a more complex course between
older versions of early modern charity and the nuanced findings of contemporary social history. On a related note, Woodbridge often simply
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reinforces R.H. Tawney’s thesis that the Reformation’s attack on “Catholic” good works lessened pity and charity while citing Slack who, along
with many others, has severely complicated this notion. All this, I should
add here, is strangely at odds with one the book’s chief virtues: a very
good seventeen page Appendix that summarizes recent historical work in
early modern charity and poor relief. The explicit cries for social justice
also occlude some of Woodbridge’s best insights: “That so much cultural
energy went into redirecting pity and compassion to the deserving rather
than the undeserving is a measure of how much pity and compassion were
at large in society, how great was the temptation to indiscriminate charity
and clemency”(16). Indeed, but rather than pursue this crucial paradox at
the heart of sixteenth-century England the book prosecutes the “crimes”
of this “compassionate” culture even as it repeatedly denies any intention
to find “blame.”
Woodbridge is much better at considering matters of literary genre,
particularly the jest book, rather than broad cultural study. Chapter 1 persuades me that Harman’s Caveat is structurally connected to jest books
and should not be regarded purely as “protosociology”(47). Harman’s
strange moments of “humor” juxtaposed to human suffering, Woodbridge demonstrates, are determined by his work’s relationship to the jest
book. Such a good and challenging thesis, however, need not be repeated
seven or eight times in a single chapter.
In Chapter 2 Woodbridge turns to the writing from the 1520s and
1530s, often understudied by literary scholars, and exquisitely identifies a
“a salient example of a literary move having wide-reaching social consequences”(85) in Simon Fish’s A Supplication for Beggars (1529). This
Protestant polemic draws on jest books and comically casts Catholic clergy
as “beggars and vagabonds” and thus energizes already powerful sentiments against vagrants.
As Woodbridge reminds us throughout, the vagrant poor “became
such figures of terror not because they were big bogeymen so much as
because they were everybody’s bogeymen” (175). The vagrant poor
became the “Other” that reformers, humanists and nationalists alike used
to define themselves. The crucial and connecting Henrician texts used to
see the shaping of these “bogeymen” in the various discourses are Twelve
Merry Jests of the Widow Edith and A Man Called Howlglas. Woodbridge
reads their influence intelligently. In Chapter 3, Woodbridge points out
that humanists like Erasmus and More drew on “jokey tricksters” to
depict, understand, and ultimately dismiss the vagrant—with a laugh. Dispossessing vagrants in the manner of the jest book, Chapters 4 and 5 conclude, helped in developing a new sense of domesticity and nationhood.
Woodbridge’s rereading of the sixteenth-century discourses of poverty prompts her to cast a vote in the long and ongoing dispute about the
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politics of King Lear; in contrast to much other writing in the period, the
play is “politically and socially radical”(205). I was hoping that Woodbridge’s knowledge of the jest books would newly illuminate this text as it
had done with so many others. Unfortunately, Woodbridge disengages the
jest books in this last chapter and those with even a cursory knowledge of
the scholarship on King Lear and poverty will find nothing new here.

Ken Jackson
Wayne State University

J. A. Burrow. Gestures and Looks in Medieval Narrative. C a m b r i d g e :
Cambridge University Press, 2002. xi + 200 pp.
Is it a wink or a blink? Twentieth-century social scientists have turned
this question into a theory of nonverbal communication (NVC), a theory
with legs long enough to run all the way back into the Middle Ages. In
this book, J. A. Burrow turns the quest to decipher the semiotic meaning
of gestures into a learned study of nonverbal signs in medieval vernacular
literature. His focus begins with the Middle English poetry in which he is
expert (Chaucer, Langland, Gower and the Gawain Poet), but expands to
French courtly poetry, and (as he puts it, “more rashly,” p. 5) further afield
to Dante’s Commedia. The resulting book brings together previous work
by medievalist art historians (such as M. Barasch) and literary scholars
(notably R. G. Benson, whose work on “body language” in Chaucer
Burrow describes as disappointingly broad). In this investigation, Burrow
tries to refine previous scholarship into a more precise understanding of
both what we are looking at and what informs our gaze.
After an introductory chapter, concerned largely with theoretical
questions that I will consider a bit later, Burrow has four substantive chapters: two on categories of NVC (chapter 2 is on “Gestures” and chapter 3
on “Looks”) and two on specific literary texts (chapter 4 considers two
Middle English works, Chaucer’s Troilus, and the anonymous Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight; chapter 5 speaks of Dante’s Commedia). A brief
“Afterword” emphasizes the analysis of gestures as an underrepresented
aspect of the study of medieval literature, ending with a reminder that the
authors of these medieval poems lived in a world which was “as Le Goff
put it, ‘une civilisation du geste’” (185).
This conclusion is followed by a helpful bibliography, a somewhat
scanty (Cambridge University Press style) “Index of names and titles,”
and, finally, by an “Index of signs” that allows one to look things up by
categories, for example, “breast-beating,” “bum-baring,” “farting,” or

